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El Salvador's Policia Nacional Civil (PNC), often accused of human rights violations (see EcoCentral,
12/01/95), is now under fire for allegations of widespread corruption reaching as high as the minister
of public security. In February, a government audit revealed that the 1995 remodelling of the
Security Ministry building and various police stations was riddled with cost overruns, payments
for phantom services, and purchases of fixtures that were never installed. Security Minister Hugo
Barrera authorized spending US$4.8 million on the renovations, whereas the amount budgeted was
only US$1.8 million.
In another case, Oscar Gomez, former commander of the police air base, was accused of
irregularities in parts purchases, of using police funds to build a personal residence, and of
improper deployment of air force personnel, some of whom were sent to guard his house.
In March, the attorney general ordered the arrest of Gomez and a US citizen, Ernesto Simon Di
Gregorio Godoy, on charges of fraudulently purchasing helicopters for the PNC. The attorney
general's office said Gomez contracted for the purchase of two helicopters from the Miami firm
Helicopter Service Inc. in 1992 and 1995 for US$1.6 million. This price greatly exceeded the value of
the helicopters, which arrived in poor condition.
Also in March, PNC director Rodrigo Avila announced that the attorney general had begun an
investigation of Mauricio Arriaza, head of the PNC's finance division. Among other things, Arriaza
is suspected of planting a pistol as evidence in the 1996 arrest of a suspect on drug-trafficking and
homicide charges.

Police director suspects political plot against PNC
Last year, Avila ordered an internal investigation of the corruption charges, some of which came
anonymously from within the PNC ranks. But at the same time, he suggested the charges might
be part of a conspiracy against the PNC. In a memorandum to Avila in September 1997, Ricardo
Menses, head of the Unidad de Control, said his investigation uncovered evidence of misuse of
state property and "bad administration." In an October 1997 memo, Menses referred to "anomalies"
within the PNC such as the illicit sale of tires and batteries from police vehicles, and irregularities in
purchasing parts and contracting repairs.
Despite the internal findings, Avila held that a "political conspiracy" existed against the PNC.
In an interview with El Diario de Hoy, Avila said an opposition party legislator had photocopied
and distributed a report on the PNC and used it to sensationalize the findings without properly
analyzing the contents. Admitting problems in the PNC, he suggested that unnamed members of
the Farabundo Marti para la Liberacion Nacional (FMLN) were trying to politicize the issue as part
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of a "pre- electoral" attempt to discredit the government. "Some persons resentful of the police are
trying to generate a scandal." In that way, the FMLN could control the appointment of the next PNC
director, he suggested.
With the arrest of Gomez, the Assembly's Public Security Committee called several high-ranking
government officials to testify on PNC corruption. The committee will investigate allegations of
corruption as well as longstanding charges of human rights violations by the PNC, fraudulent
purchasing practices, and the overall administrative structure of the police. Later, the committee
expects to recommend reforms in the PNC law. However, opinion is growing that the problems
are structural and that the current law should be scrapped in favor of a new one. [Sources: Reuter,
03/09/98; El Diario de Hoy (El Salvador), 02/27/98, 03/10/98, 03/11/98, 03/13/98]
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